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MARAWI CITY, Philippines: Islamist militants
locked in an urban battle with troops in the
southern Philippines had planned to carve
out an enclave of their own, officials said yes-
terday after the emergence of a video show-
ing their leaders in a secret strategy meeting.
The footage, found on a mobile phone as
government forces closed in on the fighters in
Marawi City, showed a group of men in a
room discussing how they would take
hostages from a school, seal off roads and
capture a highway into the lakeside town.

“There was indeed a bigger plan and it
was supposed to wreak more havoc,” military
spokesman Restituto Padilla told a news
conference after the video became public.
The battle for Marawi has raised concern
that Islamic State, on a back foot in Syria and
Iraq, is building a regional base on the
Philippine island of Mindanao that could
pose a threat to neighboring Indonesia,
Malaysia and Singapore too.

Officials said that, among the several hun-
dred militants who seized the town on May
23, there were about 40 foreigners from
Indonesia and Malaysia but also fighters from
India, Saudi Arabia, Morocco and Chechnya.
The military has said that the fighters are

increasingly penned in around a built-up
area of the town, and troops have been clear-
ing houses that the militants had defended
with snipers for the past two weeks.

Philippine senators said members of the
upper house were last week shown the video
of the militants making their plans, a copy of
which was obtained by Reuters yesterday.
Seated at a table was Isnilon Hapilon, the
leader of the Abu Sayyaf rebel group who
was proclaimed by Islamic State last year as
its “emir” of Southeast Asia. The US State
Department has offered a bounty of up to $5
million for his arrest. Hapilon has formed an
alliance with the Maute group, a tactically
smart, social-media savvy outfit, and at least
two other factions that have lined up behind
the ultra-radical Islamic State.

“It was clear that these terrorists, the
Maute group, their end goal is to make
Marawi ... independent, or to separate from
the republic,” Senator JV Ejercito told
Reuters. “With a plan like this, this is already
rebellion and a threat to national security, so
declaration of martial law is justified,” he
said, referring to the martial law declared by
President Rodrigo Duterte across Mindanao
when the siege began. The Associated Press

first reported on the video on Tuesday.
Armed forces Chief of Staff General Eduaro
Ano told the agency that the images
showed an intention to dismember “a por-
tion of the Philippine territory by occupying
the whole of Marawi City and establishing

their own Islamic state or government”.

‘Not a Religious War’
The fighters prepared for a long siege,

stockpiling arms and food in tunnels, base-
ments, mosques and madrasas, or Islamic reli-

gious schools, military officials say. The
Philippines is largely Christian, but Marawi
City is overwhelmingly Muslim. Progress in
the military campaign has been slow because
hundreds of civilians are still trapped or being
held hostage, some as human shields, the
military said. A Catholic priest and about a
dozen of his parishioners were taken on the
first day of the battle by militants who burst
into the town’s cathedral and set it alight.

Military spokesman Padilla appealed to
social media users not to circulate material -
such as video images of the militants
destroying religious statues and pulling
down a cross inside a church - that may fan
religious tension. “Let us not buy into the
plan of these terror groups to inflame the
feelings of our other religions,” he said. “This
is not a religious war.” A four-hour ceasefire
to evacuate residents trapped in the town
was interrupted by gunfire on Sunday, leav-
ing some 500 to 600 inside with dwindling
supplies of food and water. Officials say that
1,545 civilians have been rescued. The latest
numbers for militants killed in the battle is
134, along with 39 security personnel. The
authorities have put the civilian death toll at
between 20 and 38. — Reuters 
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MARAWI, Philippines: A soldier crawls through a hole through a door that he
smashed during a house-to-house clearing operation against Islamist militants
yesterday. — AFP 

In this April 21, 2017 file photo, an airstrip, structures and buildings on China’s man-made Subi Reef in the Spratly chain of islands in the South
China Sea are seen from a Philippine Air Force C-130 transport plane of the Philippine Air Force. — AP 

BEIJING: Beijing yesterday dismissed as “irre-
sponsible” an annual US Defense Department
report that predicted China would expand its
global military presence, building overseas
bases in countries like Pakistan. Published
Tuesday, the Pentagon report estimated that
China spent $180 billion last year on its military -
the world’s largest - a figure well over the coun-
try’s official $140 billion defense budget. “China
most likely will seek to establish additional mili-
tary bases in countries with which it has a long-
standing friendly relationship and similar strate-
gic interests, such as Pakistan, and in which
there is a precedent for hosting foreign mili-
taries,” the report said.

China’s defense ministry refuted this assess-
ment yesterday.  “China is not doing any military
expansion and does not seek a sphere of influ-
ence,” it said in a statement. Foreign ministry
spokeswoman Hua Chunying likewise said dur-
ing a regular briefing that China “is firmly
opposed” to aspects of the publication. “We have
noted the report released by the US which made
irresponsible remarks about China’s national
defense development in disregard of the facts,”
Hua said, declining to comment on “speculation”
and noting that the “friendly cooperation
(between China and Pakistan) does not target
any third party”.

As part of China’s expansive Belt and Road
regional infrastructure project, China and
Pakistan are building an economic corridor
aimed at linking northwest China to the Arabian
Sea. India has voiced displeasure at the planned
route, which cuts through Gilgit and Baltistan in
Pakistan-administered Kashmir - disputed terri-
tory which India claims is illegally occupied.
China started building its first overseas military
base in Feb 2016 in the small nation of Djibouti,
where it will be stationed just a few miles from a
US camp. The outpost will support the country’s
UN peacekeepers in Africa, allow it to evacuate
its nationals in a crisis and support anti-piracy
activities off Somalia, according to China. The
Pentagon report noted that the strategically-sit-
ed camp, “along with regular naval vessel visits
to foreign ports, both reflects and amplifies
China’s growing influence, extending the reach
of its armed forces”.

James Char, a China analyst at Singapore’s
Nanyang Technological University, told AFP that
“it would not be surprising if the People’s
Liberation Army is working with its overseas
counterparts on reaching formal agreements on
basing arrangements”. Such bases would proba-
bly be intended to send forces quickly to help
Chinese nationals during humanitarian crises
rather than wage war, Char said. 

South China Sea 
The Pentagon report said Beijing’s actions in

the South China Sea have caused regional con-
cern over its long-term intentions. China has
built reefs into artificial islands capable of sup-
porting military facilities, some with airstrips. “As
of late 2016, China was constructing 24 fighter-
sized hangars, fixed-weapons positions, bar-
racks, administration buildings and communica-
tion facilities” at three outposts in the Spratly
Islands, the report said.

China claims nearly all of the South China
Sea, despite partial counter-claims from Taiwan,
the Philippines, Brunei, Malaysia and Vietnam.
Beijing and the Association of Southeast Asian
Nations took a step in May towards easing fric-
tion, agreeing to a framework for a “code of con-
duct” to prevent incidents in the disputed
waters. China has balked at US involvement in
the dispute. “The US’ intensification of deploy-
ment in the region - frequently sending navy
vessels on reconnaissance operations - has cre-
ated the tense situation,” China’s defense min-
istry said. Though China is engaged in a
decades-long build-up and modernization of its
once-backward armed forces, its military clout
remains far behind that of the United States,
whose annual defense budget totals around
$600 billion. — AFP 
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DHAKA: The European Union has slapped new
security screening on imports from Bangladesh,
a move that is likely to make it costlier for busi-
nesses in the South Asian country to sell prod-
ucts to EU nations. Just over half of Bangladeshi
exports go to the European bloc, accounting for
$18.68 billion in revenues during the last fiscal
year. Those shipments, by air or sea, will now
have to be screened by bomb-detecting dogs
and devices.

Bangladesh has none of these facilities, so
cargo will have to be routed through a third
country where security screening is possible.
The move makes Bangladesh the 13th country
designated as “-high risk” for EU commerce. It
was unexpected, according to Bangladeshi
government officials, who said they were giv-
en no explanation when informed Monday of
the change. The EU ambassador’s office in
Dhak a did not immediately respond to a
request for comment.

Last year, Britain, Germany and Australia
banned direct cargo shipments from Dhaka’s
international airport, citing its poor security sys-
tem. The country has suffered a string of deadly
attacks in recent years claimed by extremists tar-
geting perceived enemies of Islam, including
bloggers, rights activists, atheists, religious
minorities and foreigners. The government has
blamed the attacks on home-grown extremists
bent on re-establishing Islamic rule in the secu-
lar nation.

The government has offered little comment
about the EU move. But Civil Aviation and
Tourism Minister Rashed Khan Menon criticized
Brussels for delivering the news as a surprise,
and said the government would work quickly to

establish an adequate screening mechanism in
the country. But getting everything in place
could take months. Business leaders are worried
about the possible delays in screening, when
they are already scrambling to fulfill large orders
on short notice despite frequent power outages
that shut operations down.

Some air shipments from Bangladesh are
already being routed through Dubai, Istanbul or
Doha for screening, and some sea shipments are
going through Colombo or Singapore. “Fresh
screening will take at least 10 days, at a time

when we struggle to ship goods timely for many
reasons,” said Mir Mobasher Ali, who exports
about $50 million in garments to Europe and
Canada every year. “We need to count extra
amount for the screening in a third country. That’s
disastrous for us.” Siddiqur Rahman, president of
the Bangladesh Garments Manufacturers and
Exporters’ Association, representing 70 percent of
the textiles industry, also described the move as
“disastrous.” During fiscal 2015-16, the garment
industry exported $17.15 billion in goods to the
EU - 60 percent of the industry’s exports. — AP
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DHAKA: A Bangladeshi artisan paints a colorful sari ahead of Eid-al-Fitr yesterday. — AFP 

MUMBAI: Indian farmers yesterday
stepped up their agitation in the central
state of Madhya Pradesh after six were shot
dead in clashes the previous day, forcing
the authorities to impose a curfew in some
areas. The outburst of discontent in India’s
heartland farming states of Madhya
Pradesh and neighboring Maharashtra pos-
es a challenge for Prime Minister Narendra
Modi, who has promised to double farmers’
incomes over the next five years.

Farmers’ leaders say the six were shot
dead by police during a protest in the cen-
tral city of Mandsaur, a version questioned
by the state government which has
ordered an investigation. “We will continue
our protest until the government accepts
our demands,” said Sunil Gaur of the
Rashtriya Kisan Mazdoor Sangh, or National
Farm Workers’ Union, which called
Wednesday’s state-wide shutdown. “The
government has complicated the situation
by killing six innocent farmers.”

Farmers dumped vegetables and milk
on the roads when the strike kicked off last
week, demanding billions of dollars in debt
forgiveness and better prices for their pro-
duce. Tension persisted in some parts of
Madhya Pradesh, with a curfew imposed
throughout the district of Mandsaur where
the farmers died, a police officer said. “The
curfew won’t be lifted until the situation

becomes normal,” said the officer, D Kavita.
Madhya Pradesh Chief Minister Shivraj

Singh Chauhan appealed to farmers to
keep the peace and accused the opposition
Congress party of being behind violence
that broke out at the protests. “The govern-
ment is with the farmers,” he told television
news agency ANI, a Reuters affiliate. “Some
people want to ruin the atmosphere. Stay
away from such people.” Congress Vice-
President Rahul Gandhi was expected to
visit Mandsaur yesterday. “This government
is at war with the farmers of our country,”
he said on social network Twitter.

In the past, ruling parties have lost elec-
tions in the eastern state of West Bengal,
western Maharashtra and the northern state
of Uttar Pradesh after farmers died at the
hands of security forces. The Maharashtra
farmers’ strike entered its seventh day,
despite an assurance from Chief Minister
Devendra Fadnavis that the state would
waive distressed farmers’ debts before Oct 31.

The prices of fresh produce have more
than doubled in cities such as Mumbai, India’s
main financial center and the capital of
Maharashtra. Two-thirds of India’s population
of 1.3 billion depend on farming for their
livelihood, but the sector makes up just 14
percent of gross domestic product, reflecting
a growing divide between the countryside
and increasingly well-off cities. — Reuters 
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PIPALYA, India: Protesters sit with the body of an Indian farmer killed Tuesday during
a protest yesterday. — AP 

PYONGYANG: A senior North Korean offi-
cial yesterday ruled out any more reunions
for families separated decades ago by war
unless a group of citizens from the reclusive
state are returned by South Korea. The
North says the group of 12 were kidnapped
while the South says they defected volun-
tarily. Pyongyang also wants a 13th citizen
repatriated. The families separated by the
Korean War, which ended more than 60
years ago, are the most emotional manifes-
tation of the division of the peninsula.

With no direct contact between North
and South, not even telephone links, many
have no idea whether their parents, siblings
or children are still alive. A series of highly
charged meetings were held in recent years,
when ties across the Demilitarised Zone
were warmer, enabling around 4,000 of
those in the South to see their relatives for
the first time in decades.

But the last such reunion was in 2015
before inter-Korean relations were frozen
amid North Korea’s drive for nuclear
weapons. Ruling and opposition parties in
the South agreed earlier this week to seek a
new reunion in August to mark the anniver-
sary of the end of the Second World War. But
Kim Yong-Chol, of the North’s Committee for
the Peaceful Unification of Korea, poured
cold water on the proposal yesterday.

“At the moment another issue is more
important and more urgent,” he told AFP in
Pyongyang, saying that the 12 workers who
defected from a restaurant in China were
“being detained by force in South Korea”,
along with Kim Ryon-Hui, a dressmaker
who says she wants to go back to the
North.  “They should be returned immedi-
ately.” The father of Ri Ji-Ye, one of the 12,
he said, “died with his eyes open and curs-
ing the conservative elements who have
detained his daughter”. “Unless Kim Ryon-

Hui and 12 other women workers are
returned immediately there can never be
any kind of humanitarian cooperation. And
this is our principled stand.”

Pyongyang is accused of widespread
human rights abuses, including by a United
Nations inquiry, and campaign groups say
defectors who are returned to the North face
severe punishment. Around 60,000 members
of divided families members are still alive in
the South, but they are dying off rapidly
without ever enjoying reunions. Hopes of a
renewed reunion program were raised by
the election last month of left-leaning
President Moon Jae-In, who favors engage-
ment with Pyongyang and has proposed
offering  reunions for all divided family mem-
bers in exchange for humanitarian aid for the
North such as hospital construction.

Moon’s own family was divided when his
parents fled the North, and he and his
mother were themselves participants in a
reunion in 2004, when they met his aunt. “I
can relate to the refugees’ pain better than
anyone else,” he said on the campaign trail.

The 12 waitresses at a North Korean
state-run restaurant in the Chinese city of
Ningbo defected to the South in April 2016,
making headlines as the largest group
defection in years. While Seoul said they
fled voluntarily, Pyongyang claimed they
were kidnapped by South Korea’s National
Intelligence Service and has waged a vocal
campaign through its state media for their
return. The waitresses were released from
Seoul government custody last August but
have never made public appearances.

Citing government sources,  South
Korean media have said the women -
mostly in their early 20s - have enrolled in
universities but remain under strict gov-
ernment protection provided to high-pro-
file defectors. — AFP
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